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A B S T R A C T 
The COVID-19 pandemic caused unprecedented disruptions to the global tourism 

sector, and Uzbekistan’s rapidly developing tourism industry was no exception. 

Before 2020, the country experienced significant growth in international arrivals, 

supported by government initiatives to simplify visa regimes, invest in 

infrastructure, and promote cultural heritage. However, border closures, mobility 

restrictions, and heightened health concerns led to a dramatic collapse in visitor 

numbers, revenue losses, and widespread unemployment across tourism-

dependent industries. This paper examines the scale of COVID-19’s impact on 

Uzbekistan’s tourism sector, analyzing both the immediate economic and social 

consequences and the government’s recovery strategies. Measures such as 

domestic tourism promotion, health and safety protocols, and digital 

transformation are evaluated for their effectiveness in restoring sectoral growth. 

The study concludes by proposing forward-looking strategies to enhance 

resilience, adaptability, and crisis preparedness in Uzbekistan’s tourism industry, 

ensuring sustainable development in the face of future global disruptions 
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INTRODUCTION 

The emergence of COVID-19 fundamentally reshaped the global tourism landscape, disrupting the way the 

industry had operated for decades. The rapid and unprecedented spread of the pandemic severely impacted 

multiple sectors of the world economy and tourism was among the hardest hit. Before 2020, Uzbekistan’s 

tourism sector was experiencing remarkable growth and it was positioning itself as one of the most 

promising industries in the country’s economic development strategy. By 2018, the nation had welcomed 

6.4 million international visitors, and forecasts projected an even steeper upward trajectory in the coming 

years (Tashkent Times, 2019). This growth was fueled by government initiatives to simplify visa regimes, 

promote cultural heritage, and invest in infrastructure, aiming to place Uzbekistan among the top travel 

destinations in Central Asia. 

However, because of the onset of the pandemic, international travel came to a near standstill. Border 

closures, strict quarantine measures, and global health concerns caused a dramatic decline in visitor 

numbers. Tourism revenues plummeted and it affected not only hospitality businesses but also artisans, tour 

guides, transportation providers, and countless small enterprises dependent on the influx of travelers. 

Ambitious development plans were suddenly derailed and this situation created economic and social 

challenges for both locals and foreign stakeholders engaged in Uzbekistan’s tourism ecosystem. 
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This research seeks to examine the extent of COVID-19’s negative impacts on the tourism industry in 

Uzbekistan, identifying the most pressing challenges faced during the crisis. It will also analyze the 

measures adopted to revive the sector and restore it to its pre-pandemic trajectory, ranging from digital 

transformation initiatives to domestic tourism promotion. Finally, the paper will propose forward-looking 

strategies aimed at building resilience and reducing vulnerability to similar disruptions in the future. 

McCabe and Qiao (2020) emphasize that travel and tourism are powerful drivers of job creation, socio-

economic advancement, and cultural exchange across the globe. However, the tourism industry is also 

widely recognized as one of the most fragile sectors of the economy, highly susceptible to external shocks. 

Whenever disruptive events occur—such as outbreaks of infectious diseases, epidemics, or other global 

crises—tourism is often among the first industries to experience severe setbacks, and Uzbekistan has been 

no exception. 

In 2019, statistics revealed that out of 6.75 million international visitors, approximately 75% originated 

from Central Asian countries, with the majority choosing Uzbekistan as their primary destination. Prior to 

the pandemic, tourism authorities had ambitious plans to expand visitor services, improve infrastructure, 

and make travel to the country more accessible than ever before (StrategyUz, 2019). These projections, 

however, were abruptly derailed by the onset of COVID-19. The health crisis not only jeopardized public 

well-being but also dealt a heavy blow to some of Uzbekistan’s most vital economic sectors, particularly 

tourism, hospitality, and related service industries. 

The sudden halt in global travel meant that many businesses—from hotels and restaurants to tour operators 

and transport providers—were forced to suspend operations. This, in turn, led to a sharp decline in 

employment, reduced household incomes, and weakened consumer confidence. Scholars have noted that 

the pandemic exposed the vulnerability of existing tourism management systems, highlighting that 

conventional approaches may be outdated and inadequate for addressing crises of this magnitude (Yu et al., 

2020; Wang, 2009; Page et al., 2011). As uncertainty grew, fear about the near future became widespread, 

affecting both the local population and potential travelers. 

Reports from the United Nations office in Uzbekistan indicate that the first confirmed case of COVID-19 

in the country was recorded on March 15, 2020. As the number of infections began to rise rapidly, a special 

commission endowed with emergency powers was established to curb the spread of the virus (Chinazzi et 

al., 2023). In a matter of days, nationwide restrictions were implemented. These measures brought everyday 

life to a standstill: small businesses such as bakeries, cafés, and fast-food outlets shut their doors, while 

larger enterprises—including airports, hotels, and educational institutions—suspended operations entirely. 

Public transportation systems were halted, and citizens were permitted to leave their homes only for 

essential purposes. 

According to Muqaddas (2020), “after all the boundaries were closed, the demand for tourism among the 

population had sharply decreased.” This collapse in travel demand was accompanied by severe socio-

economic consequences. The International Labour Organization (2020) reported significant revenue losses 

across industries, a wave of bankruptcies among both formal and informal enterprises, mass job losses—

especially in sectors dependent on daily income—and a growing deficit in the state budget. The tourism 

sector, heavily reliant on mobility and public interaction, was hit particularly hard, disrupting the 

livelihoods of thousands of workers. 

For many households, meeting even basic needs became a daily struggle. While these measures were 

necessary to protect public health, they also exposed the vulnerability of the country’s economic structure 

to global crises. In the absence of alternative income sources or crisis-resistant economic mechanisms, 

enduring the pandemic’s effects proved to be one of the most challenging periods in recent Uzbek history. 

        Following the implementation of a range of public health measures—including isolation, social 

distancing, personal protective practices such as frequent hand hygiene and mask-wearing, and the 

introduction of remote healthcare services—efforts gradually shifted toward reviving tourism to its pre-
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pandemic status (NCBI, 2023). To meet the growth targets that had been forecast prior to COVID-19, the 

tourism sector in Uzbekistan adopted several strategic initiatives. These included renovating hotels to 

improve infrastructure, enhancing staff training and service quality, simplifying and promoting the sale of 

tour packages, streamlining customer registration procedures, and integrating modern technologies to 

improve efficiency (International Labour Organization, 2023). 

Given that experts anticipated COVID-19 would eventually be brought under control, early recovery plans 

placed a strong emphasis on sanitation and health safety. Abbas et al. (2021) suggested that hotels should 

require employees and guests to wear protective masks and gloves, ensure the availability of disinfectants, 

and reorganize restaurant operations to avoid overcrowding, such as serving customers in staggered shifts. 

The adoption of such measures proved to be effective, as evidenced by the gradual restoration of public 

confidence in travel and hospitality services. 

Today, professionals working in tourism-related fields are leveraging the lessons learned during the 

pandemic to remain competitive, adopting more innovative and resilient operational models. Inter-

organizational cooperation has also improved significantly, fueled by the shared experience of navigating 

an unprecedented crisis. By 2023, the number of foreign tourists visiting Uzbekistan for leisure had reached 

3.1 million (Kun.Uz, 2023), a figure that illustrates the sector’s steady recovery and its ability to adapt to 

new global realities. 

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly disrupted the progress of tourism, creating widespread challenges 

that hindered the sector’s development. It triggered a sharp rise in unemployment, stalled the growth of 

both large enterprises and small businesses, and enforced long periods of self-isolation. Many start-ups and 

newly established organizations were forced to shut down entirely due to plummeting sales and 

deteriorating public health conditions. Despite these setbacks, the tourism industry in Uzbekistan has 

gradually regained momentum and is now moving steadily toward achieving its pre-pandemic goals. 

Government-led recovery measures played a crucial role in addressing unemployment and mitigating the 

broader economic crisis and allowed the sector to stabilize and grow once again. 

Though the negative impacts of the pandemic were severe, they also provided an invaluable learning 

opportunity for those who are working in tourism industry. The experience of overcoming such an 

unprecedented crisis has strengthened the resilience, adaptability, and problem-solving capabilities of 

industry professionals. As their knowledge deepens and their capacity to manage complex challenges 

expands, they are now better equipped to prevent or minimize similar disruptions in the future. Ultimately, 

the pandemic forced stakeholders to innovate and adapt under pressure by proving that even in the harshest 

circumstances, it is possible to find viable paths forward and continue building a sustainable tourism sector. 
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